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This past week has seen the death of a 
prominent man of Arawa – “Late” Charles, the 
head of the “Haus Sik” – the medical centre. (In 
PNG the title “Late” is used in front of a person’s 
name after their death.) You might recollect the 
Haus Sik was operating (without running water) 
out of the laundry of the former hospital – the 
only part that escaped torching during the Crisis.  

“Dr” Charles, as he was frequently called, had a 
paramedical background dating from before the 
crisis and had been running the hospital for 
many years, even being called upon to do a bit 
of diagnosis and treatment from time to time. It is 
also no secret that he did enjoy the occasional 
drink, and he was a well-known and popular 
local identity.   

No doctors have stayed around for any length of 
time in the hospital, and diagnosis and treatment 
have otherwise been left to some long suffering nurses who received their training pre-
crisis. One earlier VSA volunteer had gone there with a sprained ankle and was offered 
a course of antibiotics –so I suspect they don’t always get the treatment right! On the 
other hand the dental nurse (Otago NZ trained pre-Crisis) successfully replaced a lost 
filling for me some months ago, so I guess they would have had to pick up some extra 
skills and learned to cope with the more routine type illnesses like malaria – although 
proper treatment of diabetes, TB and leprosy is beyond their resources, and quite a few 
people loose limbs, vision, and even their lives as a result –so much preventable and 
unnecessary suffering and disablement as a result of poorly funded inadequate medical 
services! 

As a mark of respect the Haus Sik was closed for three days of mourning – although 
they were forced to keep a ward open for deliveries – unlike sick people, babies 
wouldn’t wait for the funeral proceedings to end. It seems ironic and a shame that 
people may have suffered needlessly or even died as a result of not being able to 
receive treatment during this period, but in PNG it is important to be seen to be 
mourning, or there is the risk of being considered part of the cause of the death 
(possibly through sorcery) with potentially life- threatening consequences. 

I had had a little to do with Late Charles during the preparations for a possible cholera 
epidemic (which fizzled out after the first meeting of local leaders to try to formulate an 
action plan – fortunately the cholera epidemic also fizzled out before it made it to 
Arawa) and I got on well with him, so I did go to his funeral in the Catholic church. He 
had been away in Buka, apparently enjoying life to the full, when he experienced a 
massive heart attack from which he never recovered. His body was put on ice in the 
local hospital morgue in Buka while plans were made for his funeral. Unfortunately a 
young man from his village died while collecting seafood for the funeral proceedings, so 
Late Charles’ funeral was delayed while the poor unfortunate young man was first 
buried. One branch of the grapevine says he died as a result of severe jellyfish stings 
while another said he drowned as a result of swimming under a large ray that prevented 
him rising to the surface – I suspect the former is more likely! 

 

 Another variation on hibiscus 



A public holiday on Friday (PNG 
independence day) also 
complicated matters. Anyway 
on Thursday a motorcade of 
ambulances from around the 
island (complete with sirens) 
drove Late Charles from Buka 
to Arawa (four hours away in 
the blazing sun), first to a 
service of hospital staff at the 
hospital, where a smartly 
dressed sextet of uniformed 
policemen marched in perfect 
unison to the back of the 
arriving ambulance, slid the 
large coffin out and hoisted it 
grimacing up onto their 
shoulders for the short trip to the room where the service was to be held. Unfortunately 
the coffin had no handles, Late Charles was no lightweight, and the policemen had 
neglected to arrange themselves by height (they varied significantly in height) so the 
two shortest policemen were in the middle where it was difficult for them to contribute 
much to bearing the load. At least one policeman was said to have arranged a 
consultation with Norah the VSA physio on Monday, as a result. 

After the hospital service Late Charles was transported around to his home for the 
“Haus Krai”, the all night vigil of family and friends (from time to time through the night 
we were able to hear the rhythmic laments wafting up the valley); another short journey 
to the Catholic Church (complete with Police bearers - properly sorted by height this 
time) for Requiem Mass and a couple of hours of eulogies (some surprisingly frank); 
before he was “motorcaded” off to his village a short distance out of Arawa for the final 
ceremonies and internment. The printed programme provided the opportunity for folk to 
place a wreath on the coffin and view the deceased towards the end of the service, and 
quite a few folk did walk forward to reverently place their wreaths. Many were made 
from quite gaudy tissue paper pushed into a large circular sheet of board to resemble 
flowers, with the whole lot wrapped in cellophane, but some young girls did place sprigs 
of orchids and other real flowers, which seemed more appropriate, considering the 
wealth of flowers that grow in the area.  They departed from the programme in that the 
viewing of the deceased did not take place - the lid stayed firmly on the coffin - which 
was probably just as well considering the time the coffin had been out in the tropical 
heat. 

There were some fairly senior figures in Bougainville Government and local government 
among those speaking in the Church, and one of them pointed out that more than 60% 
of all medical staff in Bougainville are between 55 and 65 – basically trained pre-Crisis – 
which doesn’t bode well for the future. 

Moving on, it will be interesting to see what changes might occur with the appointment 
of a new manager - although I suspect it will be many years before we can expect to 
see in Arawa anything like what many of our readers might be used to! 

Our American friend L in the scrap metal recovery business (who is making up a 
foursome and teaching us the finer points of Bridge) called in to Buka hospital this week 
to see one of their company workers who had ended up there after an accident.  On his 

 

 An interesting style of leaf (well I think so!) 



return to Arawa he reminded us of the emergency numbers he had left with us, should 
anything happen to him, and to get him out of the country as soon as possible!   

That leads on to another story- we had reports last week that a worker with one of the 
crews demolishing steel structures at the Panguna mine had had both his leg 
amputated in an industrial accident. Having some idea of how the payback system 
works here in PNG this could potentially have been very expensive for the company in 
question – the one where L keeps a wary eye on proceedings on behalf of his friend 
who has provided most of the financial backing for the venture.  (Glad it’s not my 
dollars!) Anyway the quick diversion via the hospital by L revealed the injured fellow in 
question reclining in bed with external rods attached to both lower legs – which in turn 
were fortunately still firmly attached to his torso. (Mind you amputation is reputed to be 
one reasonably common local way of dealing with nasty breaks, because of the lack of 
resources to carry out orthopaedic surgery) 

 Apparently he  (the injured man) had missed a crucial gear change and lost control of 
the company truck coming down one of the steep hills between Panguna and Arawa, 
and he and his passenger had chosen to bail out of the accelerating vehicle. The 
passenger fortunately survived basically unharmed but the driver broke both lower legs 
when he hit the road. (He was not run over as had also been reported) The truck 
narrowly missed going over a cliff and was later salvaged (as part of the scrap metal 
stockpile?), but the good old grapevine had again embellished what actually happened. 

Since then there has been another incident with an associated company that was 
bringing an 80 tonne crane out to Bougainville to help load some particularly large items 
of plant salvaged from the mine onto a ship. Unfortunately the stevedores at Kieta wharf 
where the crane was being offloaded, seem to have attached their strops to the wrong 
part of the crane and dropped it onto the wharf, and it is has now also been added to 
the scrap metal stockpile. This is likely to put back their export programme by at least 
three months, assuming they can find another suitable second-hand crane quickly and 
arrange transport.  One wonders what insurance cover the stevedore company might 
have and what the scrap metal company might be able to recover from it. What ever 
happens the process looks likely to cost them a lot of money!  The joys of risky 
enterprise in remote locations! 

 

 

 

Approachable insects 

On a different tack, I spotted a tiny little dragonfly hovering about a pond in the gutter 
that was carrying a steady stream of water from a leaking fire hydrant, and decided to 
try to photograph it. Fortunately I was able to approach to within inches, but it was so 
minute and insignificant that the auto-focus on the camera ignored it and all I got were 
some blurs over nice sharp grass leaves. It did provide an opportunity to experiment 
with the manual focus on our small surviving camera (Canon underwater variety) and I 
managed to achieve the following, which is not bad considering the insect was no more 
than 25mm long. Talking of long, I’m sure the locals see me as that crazy long-long 
(mad) old white man, lying in the dirt in the street waving a small camera about and 
photographing strange insignificant things! 

 



Anyway this is what I managed to achieve (about 3 x actual size on this A4 page)  

  

 

On Monday I travelled to another village to inspect progress on their WASH (Water and 
Sanitation Hygiene) programme for Oxfam. This time it was Sirovai, a fishing village on the 
coast about 1.5hrs drive on a potholed road South East of Arawa, where we felt it was 
necessary to give the villagers some encouragement to finish constructing their toilets so that 
the Oxfam crew could complete the water supply (The “carrot” at the end of the project). While 
there I spotted a tree on the shore with clouds of dark brown butterflies around it – apparently 
they love this tree. I suspect that, whatever it was they partook of from the tree (I couldn’t see 
any obvious flowers), it has a narcotic effect on them as the butterflies flopped around 
erratically and again can be approached to within inches - in this case sitting around in 
drunken groups on the beach.  

Again the locals witnessed with wonder this long-long olpela white man scrabbling around in 
the dirt with his camera, but again he was able to take a few interesting close-up shots! 

   

 From the photos it looks like the butterflies are drinking an excretion from the surface of the 
leaf stems.  

Cheers for now! 

Dave 


